One item that is familiar to many Christians is the concept of "the book of life". It is rather interesting that the book of life is so well known; given that there are very few references in Scripture to it. In fact, in most English translations, the phrase "book of life" only occurs eight times Scripture -one occurrence in Psalms, one in Philippians, and six in Revelation.
At first glance, the two passages above might seem to indicate that God explicitly chose the specific individuals whom He would save -before the world even existed. In other words, those passages might appear to say that God completely "controls" our salvation -i.e., that we have absolutely nothing to do with our salvation! As it turns out, some Christian groups believe exactly that. In essence, some groups subscribe to the following tenets: -Before God created the universe, He looked forward in time, and saw all of people who would ever live.
-Then, He arbitrarily divided up those people into two separate groups -the "saved" group, and the "unsaved" group.
-As a result, God has already decided which people will have everlasting life, and which people will be condemned to everlasting death -so that we have no control over our own salvation.
According to the above doctrine, the book of life already contains the names of the specific individuals who will be saved. No other names can ever be "added" to the book -because if a person's name is not already listed there, then that means that God has already decided that He will not save that person. Similarly, none of the names that exist in the book can ever be "erased" -because if person's name is listed there, then that means that God has already decided that He will save that person. So, that set of beliefs could be called the "permanently inscribed individuals" doctrine.
Of course, it is always necessary to validate church doctrines against the whole of Scripture. In other words, in order for any given doctrine to be Biblically sound, the doctrine needs to be consistent with the whole of Scripture -rather than with just a few passages.
So, let's examine other Scriptural passages about the book of life, in order to determine if the "permanently inscribed individuals" doctrine agrees with Scripture or not.
What "names" were written, before the foundation of the world?
First, consider the assertion that God chose the specific individuals who would be saved, before the world existed. As mentioned above, Ephesians 1:4 states that God "chose us" in Christ, before the foundation of the world. So, some groups assert that that refers to God choosing the specific people who would be saved.
Our modern culture puts quite a bit of emphasis on individuals -and as a result, it is understandable that some modern churches would assume that that verse is referring to specific individuals. However, the Biblical culture was not focused on individuals -instead, it was focused on groups of people. This is especially true in cases where Scripture refers to God choosing people. In essence, when Scripture refers to people that God has "chosen", it usually refers to the group of people with whom God has made a covenant. That is, Scripture refers to the "chosen people" as a whole -rather than referring to specific individuals within that group.
There are numerous examples in Scripture, of God referring to His "chosen people" as a group. First, consider these examples from the Old Testament -in which the Israelites are referred to as a whole: The New Testament tells us that gentile followers of Jesus have been "grafted in" to the Israelite "olive tree". In other words, gentile Christians have become co-heirs of God's covenant with Israel -so that now Israelites and gentile Christians, together, are God's "chosen people". Nevertheless, the New Testament still refers to God's "chosen" people as a group -rather than as individuals. For example, consider these verses -in which the chosen people are referred to as a whole:
become worse for them than the first. 21 For it would have been better for them never to have known the way of righteousness than after knowing it to turn back from the holy commandment delivered to them.
Hebrews 6:4-6 (ESV):
4 For it is impossible, in the case of those who have once been enlightened, who have tasted the heavenly gift, and have shared in the Holy Spirit, 5 and have tasted the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the age to come, 6 and then have fallen away, to restore them again to repentance, since they are crucifying once again the Son of God to their own harm and holding him up to contempt.
All of the above passages are quite explicit, about the need for people to maintain their faith in order to be saved. In other words, if a person does not persevere in faith, then he is at risk of being excluded from everlasting life.
As a result, Scripture does not support the doctrine that people's names are "permanently inscribed" in the book of life -on the contrary, names can definitely be "blotted out" from it. So, as mentioned in the last section, God has not decided which individuals will be saved -instead, He allows us to make the decision whether we want to follow Him or not.
Conclusion
There are a few passages in Scripture, which state that believers were "chosen before the foundation of the world". Those passages have led some Christian groups to conclude that God has already decided which specific individuals will be granted everlasting life -and which specific individuals will be condemned to everlasting death. In essence, those churches believe that God has complete control over each person's salvation -i.e., that individuals have absolutely nothing to do with their own salvation.
It turns out that when Scripture refers to people being "chosen" by God, it almost always refers to the group of people that God has chosen -rather than to any specific individuals. So, when Scripture refers to people being "chosen" before the foundation of the world, it is referring to the group of people who would eventually become Christians. That is, God decided -ahead of time -that the group of people who would become followers of Christ would be saved.
In addition, God allows each individual to decide whether he wants to become a follower of Christ or not. In other words, God did not arbitrarily decide which person would become a follower of Christ; instead, He allows each person to make that decision. We know this because many Scriptural passages are quite explicit that each individual needs to maintain his faith, in order to be saved. In fact, several passages in Scripture indicate that if a person does not maintain his faith, then his name will be "blotted out" from the book of life.
Overall, Scripture indicates that salvation is a "cooperative effort", between God and people. First, God has made it possible for people to be saved, through the sacrificial death of Jesus, and the pouring out of Holy Spirit into believers. Each individual must then reciprocate, and maintain his faith in God, in order to be granted everlasting life. So, each individual has the opportunity to be saved -rather than God arbitrarily deciding which individuals will be saved.
